26	HYMNS OF THE ALVARS
propriety with the gopis—are regarded as but supreme
examples of his utter, condescending, grace.
On another line, but aiming at the same end of giddy
exhilaration, is the practice of repeating the thousand names
of Vishnu, and so by a kind of self-hypnotism losing
oneself in rapture. The true devotee sees God in every-
thing, and again and again in these poems, not only the
tulasi (Vishnu's peculiarly sacred plant), but trees and
flowers, mountains blue in the distance, birds and beasts and
human beings serve to recall the heart to its allegiance.
There is in these hymns more of unrealised desire than
of present satisfaction, and every reminder of God serves to
accentuate this pain of the home-sickness of the heart.1
This relationship with God by means of loving devotion
is the way of escape from the ills of life, and is open to all
Neither asceticism, nor ceremonial works, nor knowledge are
required; and such a story as that of Tiruppan Alvar is a
reminder that a man of any caste may be a guru, and that
thus in the sight of God birth is no recommendation. This
salvation is generally a personal matter, and there is not a
great sense of responsibility for the welfare of others in a
number of these hymns. Yet on the other hand it is to be
noted that the very use of Tamil opened the way to the
common man, and that still in Vaishnava temples the
recitation of the Nalayiram gives what has been called the
essence of the Vedas in the vernacular of the people. The
reading of the poems, which is possible for all, we are again
and again told, will deliver a man from rebirth. In the
Tiruppollandu and in a number of other poems there is a
definite call on the part of the poet for others to join with
him in his act of worship and in his service of God. The
life of Ramanuja supplies another illustration of the same
generous tendency. To learn a mystic secret from a guru
in the Madura District he travelled all the way from
Srirangam; but to test his worthiness the guru made him
return without the mantra. Eighteen times did Ramanuja
thus make the toilsome journey; until at last the guru,
persuaded of his fitness, disclosed the mystery, under a
1 For examples see Tiruviruttam, passim.

